Let’s go cross country!

More than ever before, the emphasis on cross country riding is safety – in other words riding with responsibility.

With the spring hunter trials and horse trials season about to get in to full swing, many of you will be thinking of trying cross country riding for the first time or looking for ways to improve your cross country technique.

  Cross country riding is a thrilling experience and many of us are addicted to the pastime.  If you are to keep yourself and your horse safe while enjoying this activity there is a lot of training and preparation to be done before entering your first competition.  Different areas which you can address include learning to ride up and down hill, learning to develop an adjustable canter stride; practising cross country jumping using show equipment, learning how to tackle different cross country fences and coping with competition day.

  Many riders do not have regular access to countryside where they can practice riding over undulating country.  If most of you r riding is normally done on the flat, the first thing you must do is find a way of getting experience in riding cross country without jumps.  There are now many more practice cross country courses available and perhaps going along to one of these near where you live would be an excellent way to start.  You could have a hack round the course and practice cantering up and downhill.  

  Before tackling the  cross country jumps, you must develop and establish an adjustable canter stride.  At one of the SEA riding with responsibility days at Gleneagles, Horse Trials Olympic Gold Medallist Blyth Tait showed how to do just that.  He placed poles on the ground some distance apart and asked riders to canter over the poles, counting the strides between.  He then asked them to do the same again but this time taking more strides until a shorter, but still engaged canter was established (i.e. coffin canter).
  Once the riders had achieved the shorter engaged canter, the were asked to take fewer more open strides still with full engagement of he hocks to achieve a more powerful, but still uphill stride covering more ground such as would be used for tackling ascending spread fences, (e.g. chase or brush jumps.)

  With the adjustable canter firmly established as the control “buttons” of your horse, your ride cross country will be safer and the most fantastic fun.  Jumping narrow fence, arrowheads, bounces, coffins and spooky fences, e.g. light into dark, will be so much easier using the coffin canter button.  The larger spread fences using the longer powerful stride will be an exhilarating but confidence building experience using the power button.  As well as having both buttons under your command, you must also have balance, rhythm and control.  Your steering, brakes, accelerator and gear changes are now all in place.

  Once you are confident of your and your horses ability to cover the undulating country with balance, rhythm and control and have established an adjustable canter stride you can practise your cross country jumping technique by using show jumps and a little imagination.

  Ideal equipment to gather together for a schooling session would be two sections of solid show jump wall filler, three plastic drums (normally blue less than 1m high), a water tray, two planks, a brush filler, extra birch, branched and at least six poles.  All sorts of training can be done using that sort of material.

  One section of the wall makes your narrow island fence, the brush filler with tall branches at either side gives the impression of jumping a gap.  Bullfinches are tricky to jump correctly so do not introduce then to a novice horse!  The water obviously becomes a ditch, poles either side makes up the coffin, and so on until you have made every variation possible.

  Remember to keep the distances on the short side for the inexperienced horse.  The correct way to measure the distance between ditch and upright is from the middle of the ditch.  Canter over planks on the ground to get the feeling of bounce strides then make the bounce of small uprights.  Progress to the show jump wall sections to make a quite difficult narrow bounce.  If all has gone well, try “musical” drums.  Start with three drums with a bush or branches as wings.  Keep taking a drum away and a few of the branches until you are jumping over one drum with a twig (flag) at each side.

  Please try to have at least one cross country riding lesson before you consider entering a competition.  It is important to ask a qualified, accredited trainer or coach with specific skills in cross country riding.  If their registration is up to date (which it must be) they will be insured and hold a first aid certificate.  

  Choose your first competition carefully.  A well organised event is a pleasure to attend and that will keep all the competition nerves (if you have any) under control.  Allow plenty of time to declare, collect your number and walk the course.

  I always walk a track three times at least.  The first time I walk I am thinking about my horse.  First impressions count as that is how the horse will view the course.  Your horse, after all, is not allowed to walk the course.  Your first view of each obstacle has to relate to your horse, his ability and thinking.  The second walk is for me!  I study the ground, the approach, the position of the fence, any alternative routes.  I consider where the sun might be shining.  (SUN!?, you may well ask).  Perhaps also consider how poached the landings and take offs will become after 50 horses have been round the course.

  On the second walk round you should be choosing your line of each fence.  There is an art in course walking.  It is at this stage you are in direct competition with the course designer.  Carefully consider the best route.  An educational and kind approach to all your fences is vital at the start of your horses cross country career.  Even the more advanced horses and riders need a run to get their “Eye in”.

  Walk all the alternative routes.  Check very, very carefully for flags, colours and any stapled to the fences.  Be absolutely precise about your route combinations, angles and anywhere else where there may be the slightest chance you might cross your tracks.  As you approach each jump, stop about 12 horse’s strides away from the fence, look behind you to see where you have walked, look through the flags of the jump in front of you and get a line to a point in the distance.  Walk towards and over the jump with your eye on your chosen point.

  The course should be walked in that manner from start box to finish flags.  Your line point in the distance may be a marker to turn by, it may be the next fence but get into this habit so that when you jump the fence your head is up and you can power to the next obstacle, using your line.

  The third walk should be full of motivation and confidence.  You know where you are going, you are aware of the uneven bits of ground, every tree stump, rocks and low branches.  The course should look so much easier on your third trip round.

  A useful tip is for a really baby horse is to have a good look at the start box.  If there is an area behind the box that enables you, without being in a fellow competitors way, to stand your horse you can allow it to watch some of the earlier competitors leave the start box and canter to the first fence.  All my horses have hunted before starting to event.  If I let them see others disappear off over jumps they are always desperate to follow.  Sometimes that is just enough incentive for them to leave the start box in a confident manner.

  Warm your horse up a good 25 minutes before your start time.  How you do this will depend if the competition is a hunter trial or an event, the main difference being cold tight muscles.  Walk and trot before you start cantering about.  When he is warmed up with a soft swinging back you are ready to use the practise jump.

  If it is a hunter trial, jump at least 5 or 6 times until you have a rhythm established.  That achieved go through a routine that suits you and your horse.  What suits me might not suit anyone else, but this is what I do, if eventing.  Having show jumped earlier I jump once in a coffin canter, once in power mode, coffin canter again and jump from left to right and then the opposite angle,  right to left.  If all is well, I am ready to run, as I have just practised all I need to go round the track – coffin canter for all the trickier fences, power for the open jumps, and the angles for both directions and corner fence.

Have a safe, happy ride, good luck.

Muriel Colquhoun, MBE 

SEA /EFI, Accredited Coach  BE Accredited Trainer.

A.B.C.
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EVENTING

(otherwise known as horse trials)
Having thoroughly enjoyed the sport of eventing as a competitor and an organiser, I would recommend the pastime to anyone, You might find the following hints useful.

Appreciate all that is involved.  Eventing is not a sport that can be taken up on the spur of the moment, preparation and attention to detail is important.  Go to two or three events, make a day of your outing, visit, horsebox park, all competition areas, collecting rings, walk the cross country course, take in the atmosphere.  Consider carefully, are you and your horse capable of becoming competent to compete safely and enjoy the thrill of achievement?

Administration before you go any further with your ambition there are a number of things you must do.

Buy a copy of horse trial rules, dressage rules, current omnibus schedule. (read all of these pertinent rules carefully).

Contact your Vet, make sure your horse has a certificate with all the correct details of “Flu” vaccinations and a diagram of your horse signed by your Vet.  Check with him if your worming programme is adequate and your horses teeth are not sharp.

Contact your Blacksmith warn him that your horses shoes will require stud holes all round in the future.

Check that your saddle fits properly and that all your tack is in good repair, also check that your crash cap and body protector are of the correct standards.

Start your fitness programme for your horse, walk work, trot work, canter work, should all follow a strict regime.  When both you and your horse are ready you should compete at a few dressage, show jumping and hunter trial competitions, and if possible a few days hunting.

When all of this has been achieved it is time to think of registering your horse.

Read your rule book and follow the instructions to the letter or you will have your form and cheque returned!!  When your membership and your horse registration is complete, you will be sent the current omnibus schedule, entry and stabling forms.  Look carefully at the dates of the events read the comments on the cross country courses pick an event that has been designed for a first run, if still in doubt, phone the organiser who will answer any questions you may have.  If the travelling time is more than three hours, reserve a stable for the night before the event.  Make sure you fill in all the details correctly on your entry form, if you have an inattentive horse, and you do not mind getting up early ask for an early time (in the space for any requests).  First thing in the morning is normally quieter and there will be less to distract your horse.  Do not forget the S.A.E.!

Before the competition, you will have achieved the fitness required, the ring experience and received tuition in all three disciplines.  You should feel enthusiastic, motivated and confident!

A rough guide on fitness of your horse with regard to interval training (there are lots of books on the subject of eventing).  A Pre-Novice track is between 4 ½ to 5 minutes long, so, your canter time of y

could cut this by a minute.  That is just one of the variables you have to take into account, others are, flat or hilly terrain, going good or heavy, weather, warm, cold, windy.  If your horse is off work for any reason do not expect him to return to training where he left off.  All these details can alter the canter time.

The week before the event check EVERYTHING do not leave the blacksmith to the day before, that is just asking for a nail bind.

If possible walk the cross country course the day before, (without neglecting your normal regime with your horse), buy a programme, check the plan of your course, the number of jumps, the time allowed (time should not be a factor in your preparation at this stage).  I always walk the course 3 times, the first walk with the horse in mind, I am seeing everything for the first time as he will when he competes.  The second walk, I look carefully at all the fences and the alternatives making my decision on which part of the fence I will jump, check the take-off and landings, look for the line to the next fence.  The third walk is positive, at a confident march following the EXACT line I intend to take from start box to finish flags, incidently if you feel that you would be exhausted by walking the course three times one after the other YOU are not fit enough.  Normally I will walk the course twice the day before and the third walk will be on the day of the competition if there is enough time.

Check which is your dressage arena, walk the show jumping track, find out if it is the track for your class, there will be a map at the collecting ring with the course for each class.

Remember to phone for your start times.  Double check that all your equipment is safe and within the rules of the competition.  Your own clothes are sorted out on hangers for each phase, your medical card is filled in and you have your * bib for your number.

The list of equipment required is endless but should include, first aid for the horse and yourself, food and water for both of you, dry clothes and anti sweat sheet, wash water for the horse, studs.  I always have a spare set of horse shoes, stirrup leathers, girth and reins, fly repellent.  Make up a timetable for the day of competition and leave a copy with whoever is helping you, this timetable should have the following details.

  Time of arrival, when you intend to get on your horse and work him in for the dressage phase, your actual dressage time with the arena number beside the time, when you intend to get your horse to work him for your show jumping round, your actual show jumping time, note also your change of equipment boots etc. when you intend to get your horse warmed up for the cross country, your actual cross country time, changes of equipment. 

* these are acquired from the Horse trials office.

Before setting off fort he event check that all is well with your horse, has it eaten up, trot him out in hand to make sure he is sound.  Plait, check stud holes.  Leave in plenty of time to allow for traffic hold ups on the way in to the event parking area.  You should arrive at least an hour before you intend to get on you horse.

Competition Day
Control the day by your forward planning, preparation and attention to detail.

Calm any nerves with the knowledge that you have prepared you horse and yourself to the maximum of your ability.  Give yourself plenty of time to prepare for each phase and keep warm, nerves get worse when you are cold.  Remember everyone gets nervous, relax and enjoy the day, you do this for fun.

On arrival check your horse, take off the travel bandages or boots, slacken off surcingle or roller, offer your horse a drink.  I leave a manger of water, on a rail near the horses head, so he can drink at any time, this is removed 20 minutes before he is ridden.  My horses never travel to an event with a hay net, they have their breakfast and a small handful of hay before travelling, with the aim of having at least a two hour gap before being ridden.

Got to the secretary’s tent, collect your number, double check your times, ensure that the event is running to time, this is something that is worth checking throughout the day, but it is normally announced if there are any delays.  If your plan was to walk the course again make sure they are set for your track and there have been no alterations.  On returning to your horse box, lay everything out for each phase, prepare the wash water etc., put studs in if required.

Dressage phase, you will have already worked out an ideal working time for your horse.  There are even more variables involved in this calculated guess!  Some ideas follow that might help you.

1. Excitable horses, early quiet time for test, keep horse calm as possible, go to your tack steward as soon as you arrive in the collecting area.  Ride your horse in as close to your arena as you are allowed.  Slow all the paces down, to a rhythmical slow beat with gentle sweeping changes of rein, progressive quiet transactions.   Plenty of walk work. **Keep away from other horses think ahead to avoid any close encounters!  3 horses before you stand quietly looking at the arena go over the test in your mind as though you were actually doing the test in that arena.  2 horses to go start to work again and concentrate on keeping your horse listening to you, you should maintain this until the end of your own test.

2. Nervous horses, it is sometimes helpful to allow extra time to walk them in hand in the dressage area let them nibble a little grass, before taking them back to the lorry to tack up.  Keep speaking to your horse plenty of pats and reassurance, continue as above from **

3. Inattentive horses, require a different approach you must keep their mind on you.  Still keep everything calm, paces with forward rhythm, straight with impulsion.  Many changes of rein, plenty of transitions keep his attention on you and what you are going to ask next.  Continue as above from **

4. Laid back horses, any dressage time will suit you, the trick with your horse will be to keep him interested and active, less working in time sharper transitions missing a pace now and again, i.e. halt to trot, walk to canter.  He might even benefit from jumping a cross pole before going to the dressage area.  Work him in different parts of the collecting area going close to the dressage area just before his test but otherwise continue as above from**.

Check list things to remember. ==Tack steward, rules regarding boots, whips.  Fly repellent, a copy of your test.  A rug for your horse, in case there is a hold up, he must not get cold.  Remember you must be ready to go on your own time, also if your arena is running early you do not have to go in if you are not ready the choice is yours.

Competition Day

Dressage test over, walk quietly back to the lorry, letting your girths down a couple of holes.  Let your horse relax, untack, offer him a drink.  Depending on your running times you might give him a small feed, do remember he must have at least 2 hours after a feed before any strenuous exercise and even then only a small feed should be given.  Put all your equipment away, that will not be required again, get ready for the show jumping.

Show Jumping, check list, studs, open fronted tendon boots, Yorkshire/brushing boots behind (if your horse is careful), shorten stirrup leathers, stick, gloves, skull cap, change of tack, martingale/breastplate, rug to go with you to collecting ring.

Warming up, get your horse out at least 30 mins before your time, walk him but move him about leg yield then forward and straight, ride him between your hand and leg make him pay attention to you.  Do the same in trot, when in canter rhythm is all important but still have the horse between hand and leg you could shorten and lengthen the stride but do not loose the rhythm.

Practice fence, keep your wits about you do not run into any other competitior be extra careful at the fence not everyone will have the control you have! Jump 2/3 cross poles to get your horse straight, then twice over the upright, twice over the parallel.  Walk actively round, keep your horse warm, 4 horses to go, jump the upright again, then hopefully you will be ready to go into the ring.

Show jumping over, if you only have around 40 mins before the cross country, this is a useful routine to follow.  Take you stirrups up to cross country length, go out of the way of other horses, sharpen your horse up, move him off your leg for a short sharp sprint, then walk quite briskly back to your box.  Loosen off the girth, put a sheet over his back and get his boots and tack changed for the cross country phase.

Cross Country, check list, studs out in front, boots that are light, over-reach boots, safety surcingle, grease, stick non-slip gloves, back protector, medical card  ( I have stitched mine on to to the shoulder pad of my protector), leave everything tidy for your return to the box, paper towel, wash water, sweat sheet, spanner, scissors and your first aid box (if you leave it handy you hardly ever need it!).

Practice fence, keep your wits about you beware of other competitors.  Walk actively round, get close to the start box, listen to the count down given by the starter.  I always ask for 15 secs, 10 secs then 54321.  Let your horse watch a horse leave, try to encourage him to follow its progress to the first fence, as if you were trying to tell him that is where the fun is!!  Now concentrate on the practice fence.  ONLY JUMP THIS IS IT LOOKS SOLID AND INVITING, you would be amazed at the number of super courses that have awful practice fences, if that is the case go to the show jumping practice fences.  Canter with purpose, with quite a firm contact, jump the fence once in a little deeper, on a shorter more collected stride, jump once, on a more ongoing stride taking off further away from the fence, jump once, more collected, angled from right to left then once again from left to right.  Walk actively round, keep the horse warm, 3 horses before you, do a couple of walk to canter transitions, make sure your horse is listening and in front of your leg.  2 horses to go, active walk let him see again, the start box and the horse leaving.  There are many ways to leave the start box your instructor will have advised which way suits you both, but the main thing is leave with purpose and enjoy your round.

Care of your horse.  Hopefully you will have had an exhilarating but uneventful round.  The care of your horse at this stage is of the upmost importance.  Lead your horse at walk back to the lorry, you should already have removed surcingale, loosened girths and nose band, as you walk check shoes, your horses freedom of movement, trot 4/5 strides to check that he is sound.  Back at the lorry, remove tack, put head collar on, remove boots, wash horse down checking carefully for cuts.  When washed and excess water scrapped off, put a sweat sheet on, offer him a little drink, and walk him round until he is dry.  It is imperative that he is kept warm and his muscles wind down gradually.  Put him back in the horse box as soon as possible, leave the water available he should not overdo the drinking if you have kept him hydrated through out the day.  Tie up a wet hay net, when his legs are dry and you have double checked for cuts or bangs, bandage him for the journey home.

IF IN DOUBT ABOUT YOUR HORSES SOUNDNESS WALK HIM OUT BEFORE STARTING FOR HOME.  CHECK AGAIN IF HE IS ALRIGHT TO TRAVEL.  IF NOT GET THE VET TO LOOK AT HIM BEFORE LEAVING.

On arrival home trot a few strides, get your horse settled for the night as quickly as possible, give him his feed, with salts added, to replace those lost in sweating at the competition.  Check him quietly again last thing.

Leave all your tack stripped and washed anything to be repaired put to one side.  Muck out your lorry, never leave it wet and soiled, or before you know it you will be renewing the floor.

By this time you will be tired BUT counting, the days to your next event.  I look forward to seeing you all next season.  If I can be of help just phone or ask next time we meet.

The very best of luck.

Muriel Colquhoun

Grange Cottage,

Langbank,

PA14 6YB

Tel: 01475 540687

Fax: 01475 540348

